Blunt injuries to the extracranial cerebral vessels associated with spine fractures.
Injury of the extracranial carotid or vertebral artery with associated spine fractures is a rare but documented entity. In this article, four cases are examined in which patients suffered axial fractures after motor vehicle accidents and subsequently were found to have pathology in one or more of the extracranial arteries. Misdiagnosis is a common complication because symptoms from this are often attributable to closed head injury. Early detection and treatment, however, are essential. As many as 40% of the cases reported have permanent neurologic deficit. Although cerebral angiography remains the diagnostic gold standard, other modalities (eg, transcranial doppler and magnetic resonance angiography) continue to be examined. The treatment of these lesions remains controversial. A variety of surgical procedures may be applicable depending on the time between the injury and the onset of symptoms, the location of the vascular injury, and the rapidity of diagnosis. Anticoagulation therapy appears to play a large role in the management of patients with injury of the extracranial carotid or vertebral artery.